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Summary
The objective of this study is to examine the influence of superficial
versus thorough knowledge of HIV transmission as a determinant of
(un)safe sexual behaviour among Latin American youth.
Introduction
The AIDS pandemic continues to expand despite considerable
governmental and non-governmental efforts. Researchers have identi-
fied numerous factors accountable for the persistence of unsafe sexual
practices, including cognitive, socio-cultural and economic factors, as
well as service provision conditions. Although cognitive factors have
been traditionally acknowledged as a key pre-requisite for safe sex,
after two decades of presumably successful educational campaigns, they
attract nowadays less attention. In Latin America, particularly, aware-
ness of HIV risks and knowledge of HIV prevention means are consid-
ered already high, and consequently there has been no significant change
–regarding contents and form– of the educational messages delivered
by various programmes. Most studies use as markers of HIV knowledge
standard indicators collected in sexual and reproductive health surveys,
such as whether respondent ever heard of AIDS, knows about condoms,
and knows condoms can prevent HIV transmission. This study reveals
that these commonly used indicators may conceal important deficien-
cies in actual knowledge and understanding of HIV/AIDS transmission
and prevention. These indicators only capture superficial knowledge
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about HIV, and hence it is not surprising that this knowledge does not
actually translate into safe sexual behaviour and regular condom use.
Using data from various countries of the Latin American region, we
will illustrate the bias inherent in the measurements typically employed
for estimating awareness and knowledge of HIV/AIDS. First, we will
present commonly used indicators of knowledge about HIV/AIDS trans-
mission and prevention for 8 Latin American countries, collected in
nationally representative surveys. Next, we will illustrate with a case
study of Recife (Brazil) –where the authors collected both quantitative
and qualitative data, that the questionnaires used in most surveys only
capture superficial knowledge and not the comprehensive knowledge
and understanding of HIV risks needed to encourage behavioural change
and consistent condom use. The analysis reveals that despite the appar-
ently high level of knowledge and awareness of HIV in Latin America,
cognitive misperceptions and unfounded beliefs still act as barriers to
condom use.
Data and Methods
Nationally representative surveys for 8 Latin American countries
(Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Haiti,
Nicaragua and Peru), which are part of the Demographic and Health
Survey Programme, are analyzed. The questionnaires used in these surveys
are similar –allowing comparative analysis– and collected information
on HIV/AIDS knowledge and on sexual and contraceptive behaviour.
In order to demonstrate that usual cognitive measures only capture very
basic knowledge about HIV, more detailed data for Brazil, one of the
countries that rates “highest” on HIV knowledge, is examined. We use
data specially collected by the authors in Recife, Brazil in 2001 in the
framework of a study of the determinants of unsafe sexual practices
among young men. The study population consists of single males aged
13-19 in low-income areas of Recife (Northeast Brazil) and the sample
size is 1,438. Through a detailed questionnaire and various focus groups,
in-depth information was collected on cognitive factors related to STDs
and AIDS; respondents’ past and current sexual patterns; beliefs, values
and attitudes relevant to condom use; previous, current, and prospective
use of condoms; and constraints on behavioural change. Indicators of
several dimensions of HIV knowledge were constructed and logistic
regression was used to measure the impact of (mis)information about
HIV on preventive behaviour.
Results
Table 1 presents some of the most usual indicators of knowledge and
behaviour related to HIV. With the exception of Guatemala, the data
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show that a large majority of Latin American adolescents are aware of
the risk of AIDS and know about condoms. Brazil stands out as one of
the countries where awareness of AIDS and condoms among adoles-
cents is practically universal. In all countries, awareness of condoms as
a means to prevent HIV transmission is significantly lower than aware-
ness of condoms as a contraceptive method. In Brazil, nonetheless,
about 4 out of 5 adolescent men and women know that condoms can
prevent AIDS. However, despite apparently having the required infor-
mation to engage in safe sex, use of condoms –measured both at first
and at last sexual encounter– is relatively low. Based on these indica-
tors, we would have to conclude that knowledge on HIV prevention is
not sufficient to encourage safe sex practices. But let us consider in
detail the case of Brazil, and we will illustrate that whereas superficial
HIV knowledge is only marginally associated with preventive behav-
iour, proficient HIV knowledge is a strong determinant of condom use.
Table 1. Level of AIDS-related knowledge and condom use for selected countries of
Latin America. Adolescents aged 15-19 yrs.
  1 2 3 4 5 
Countries N 
Ever 
Heard of 
AIDS 
Knows 
about 
condom
Knows 
condoms 
avoid 
AIDS 
Used 
condom 
at 1st sex 
Used 
condom 
last 
sex-last 
Month* 
WOMEN   
Bolivia 1998 2,497 82 87 43  3 
Brazil 1991 (a) 1,395 95 44 6 22* 
Brazil 1996  2,464 99 100 82 19 11 
Colombia 2000 (b) 2,264 97 98 66  5 
Dom. Rep. 2002 (c) 2,455 99 98 83  11* 
Guatemala 1995 2,933 68 59 28  2 
Haiti 2000 2,342 97 97 41  15* 
Nicaragua 2001 (d) 3,141 91 93 60  3 
Peru 2000 (e) 5,645 88 91 34  5 
MEN   
Bolivia 1998 713 89 55  36*  
Brazil 1996 575 98 82 33 57* 
Dom. Rep. 2002 555 99 87  47* 
Haiti 2000 768 95 67  32* 
Nicaragua 1997/1998 696 97 100 70  39* 
Notes: (a) Northeast; (b) Column 2 and 5 refer to DHS 1995; (c) Column 2 refer to 
DHS 1996; (d) Column 2 and 5 refer to DHS 1997/1998; (e) Column 2 and 5 refer to 
DHS 1996; * refers to any last sex. 
Source: ORC Macro, 2004, MEASURE DHS+ STATcompiler. 
http://www.measuredhs.com. May 2004. 
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In this case study, only 31% of the adolescents surveyed reported con-
dom use at first intercourse. If we took at face value the responses to
the knowledge questions typically collected in demographic surveys,
we would conclude that knowledge of HIV transmission and prevention
was practically universal: 100% of adolescents knew about the exist-
ence of AIDS and 95% knew that condoms can prevent HIV transmis-
sion. However, when analyzing in more detail the cognitive questions,
it became evident that their knowledge is very superficial and in many
cases inaccurate. For instance, among adolescent males that answered
correctly that condoms prevent HIV/AIDS, more than half believed that
the pill and other contraceptives also protect them from AIDS, 49%
believed that AIDS can only be caught when having multiple partners,
and 23% believed that if they knew their sexual partner, there was no
risk of HIV infection. Perceptions and attitudes towards condoms prob-
ably interact with cognitive factors as well. Negative attitudes towards
protection are usually linked to inadequate HIV knowledge. Our find-
ings indicate that most of the male adolescents which hold misperceptions
about HIV transmission and prevention also have negative attitudes
towards condom use. Even those who have never used a condom report
that condoms are unsafe and that they prevent enjoyment, suggesting
that perceptions are partly based on false rumors and myths passed on
by their peers. On the other hand, young men with no misperceptions
about HIV/AIDS have both more positive attitudes about condoms and
higher levels of condom use both at first and last sexual intercourse.
These descriptive findings are confirmed by multivariate models.
Conclusions
Findings of the case study of Recife (Brazil) indicate that, although
most young men have basic HIV-related knowledge, few of them have
an accurate and comprehensive understanding of HIV transmission.
Widespread misperceptions about HIV/AIDS and unfounded beliefs may
be acting as barriers to condom use also in other Latin American coun-
tries. These results suggest that, despite apparently successful aware-
ness campaigns in the past, new and continued educational efforts are
needed if knowledge is to be translated into safe sexual practices. Moving
beyond basic HIV information, transmitted generally through mass media
campaigns, may prove essential to enhance adolescent understanding of
HIV/AIDS risks and their willingness to adopt preventive measures.
